Communication Preferences and Satisfaction of Secure Messaging Among Patients and Providers in the Military Healthcare System.
Use of electronic secure messaging (SM) is rapidly growing in various healthcare settings. However, there is a large number of patients that choose not use SM or use it minimally. Thus, understanding preferences for patient-provider communication modalities is critically important, particularly among military healthcare beneficiaries. The purpose of this study was to assess preferences for patient-provider communication modalities (in person, telephone, SM, or mail) among a sample of patients, providers, and staff located at five Air Force military treatment facilities across the USA. We recruited patients, providers, and staff, from five family health clinics to complete a short survey. We measured participants' preferences for communication modality for various healthcare concerns, such as responses to non-urgent medical questions, test results, and medication renewal information. We also measured satisfaction with MiCare, the Air Force's SM system. We conducted chi-square analyses and Fisher's exact tests to assess differences in communication preferences by patients, providers, and staff and we computed frequencies in satisfaction responses. We found that while providers and staff (N = 70) prefer to communicate with patients about various healthcare concerns online through MiCare, patients (N = 1,260) prefer to communicate in-person or through the telephone. Patients were generally satisfied with MiCare; however, there was a large proportion of patients who were undecided about MiCare's impact on the quality of care they received (40.3%). Additionally, although the majority of providers and staff believed MiCare improved their efficiency (58.0%) and communication with patients (72.3%), 65.7% of providers and staff believed MiCare had increased their workload. MiCare is a promising tool to improve patient-provider communication. However, future studies are needed to better understand why patients within the military healthcare system prefer communication modalities other than MiCare and to identify strategies to decrease provider and staff workloads while using MiCare.